A new fund to prevent future pandemics has been proposed by the US Senate, and another by the World Bank. But some global health leaders have criticised the plans. Ann Danaiya Usher reports.

The COVID-19 pandemic has heightened interest in creating a separate institution dedicated to health security, as a way of both addressing the current crisis and preparing for the next outbreak. With two efforts to establish such a facility gaining momentum, Peter Sands, head of The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, says establishing yet another player in the health aid architecture is a "risky" approach.

A fund focused on global health security is both ethically questionable, because it ignores diseases that continue to kill millions in low-income countries, and it is inefficient, he says. "It perpetuates the idea that when we\'re talking about global health security we\'re really only talking about diseases that might kill people in rich countries...and we risk further complicating an already overcrowded global health landscape, exacerbating inefficiencies, coordination issues, and competition for resources." Health security challenges can be met by providing sufficient resources to existing institutions, Sands says.

In May, a month after US President Donald Trump announced his withdrawal from WHO, a bipartisan bill on global health security was introduced by Republican Senator Jim Risch and two Democrat colleagues. The bill seeks to "contain infectious disease outbreaks overseas before they become global pandemics". It calls for a commitment of US\$3 billion over 5 years, part of which would finance a trust fund, possibly housed at the World Bank, to help boost low-income countries\' epidemic preparedness. As with The Global Fund, the USA would provide 33% of the resources. Experts say that the level of US funding, if approved, does not represent a significant increase on current US spending on global health security. The value would be the stability and predictability of this funding.

Speaking at a hearing on the bill on June 19, Risch described it as an "attempt to create a new shield to prevent a \[corona\]virus-type attack from happening again". The USA has been right to focus on the domestic response to this pandemic up to now, he said, but "we ignore the spread overseas at our own peril".

While the three senators work to gain bipartisan support, a separate trust fund on global health security has been taking form at the World Bank, with Japan as the founding donor. Approved by the board in late June, the new fund has a target size of \$500 million and has so far received a commitment of \$100 million from the Japanese Government. The bank is currently in discussions with several donors, but has not yet received other donor commitments.

The prospect of two separate funds with virtually the same mandate raises the question of whether the two might end up being merged. A senior aide to Risch notes that the design of the US proposal is evolving. "In a briefing by \[World Bank\] officials...it was made clear that they are still very much in the planning phase", she said.

Amanda Glassman, at the Center for Global Development, points to potential duplication with two separate funds on global health security. She hopes they become the same fund.

The authors of the Risch bill, all of whom oppose Trump\'s exit from WHO, emphasise that the new fund would not replace the role of WHO. "The bill is a deliberate push back to what \[the three senators\] see happening. Risch is taking a defiant position against Trump, objecting to the ending of US membership and defunding of WHO", says Stephen Morrison, at the Center for Strategic and International Studies.

The text of the bill appears, however, to downplay WHO\'s importance. It specifies that the new health security fund would be required to coordinate with other global health bodies like Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations, and The Global Fund, but it does not mention WHO in this context.

Risch\'s senior aide says that as the bill evolves, it is likely that WHO will be addressed more directly. "With that said, it is clear that the WHO is badly in need of reform...all of the co-sponsors (in fact, all of the members of the Foreign Affairs Committee) have called for WHO reform", she says.

Antoine de Bengy Puyvallée, at the University of Oslo, worries that a health security fund would undermine WHO by putting more pressure on scarce resources, especially in the current climate. "In my opinion, the proposal is very Trump-compatible and fits with the US approach to global health, which bypasses the WHO or uses it merely as a technical adviser", he says.

It is unclear if or when the Risch bill might be voted on. One likely option, according to Morrison, would be to attach it to the next COVID-19 financing bill. "Negotiations are stalled, but I think they will resume soon because the big employment benefits will end in late July. The other three \[COVID-19\] bills (which approved over \$3 trillion) passed with strong bipartisan support and with speed. In this town, as tribalistic as it is, you still have bipartisan action", he says.
